TOO WEAK TO INFLUENCE? A CASE STUDY OF THE LITHUANIAN NGDOs IN FOREIGN AID POLICY MAKING
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For the East Central European Countries (ECE), the membership in the European Union also meant an entry into the foreign aid donor community. To understand the international development policy change in over a decade and a policy divergence among the ECE countries that have started from relatively similar situations, this article offers the case study of Lithuania and the analysis of domestic policy actors, namely the nongovernmental development organizations (NGDOs) as one of the policy change facilitating factors. It provides an empiricallyrich account of how Lithuanian NGDOs participate in the national foreign aid policymaking and explains factors that affect Lithuanian NGDOs' capacity to influence government decisions. SzentIvanyi's and Lightfoot's theoretical model guided the analysis of the Lithuanian NGDOs umbrella organisations composition and power relations, their organizational capacities, foreign donor assistance and attitudes of the state actors. The article concludes the limited, yet increasing Lithuanian NGDOs' role in shaping Lithuanian foreign aid policies, as undermined as they are by the chronic lack of resources to fund advocacy from national sources and the dependency on the EU projectbased funding. Consequently, these circumstances constrain the NGDO Platforms' focus mostly on the EU de-velopment agenda and therefore mimic the European NGO networks' policy agenda. The lack of capacities among the NGDOs to adapt a European policy agenda to the national foreign aid policy reality makes it of limited relevance to the policy makers domestically.
Introduction
Since the socalled 'NGO decade ' (1980'ies) literature on non governmental organisations (NGOs) in international development has been growing focusing on their increased prominence as policy actors, 1 viewing them as prime facilitators of the civil society 2 or reflecting critically how international donor lead democratization strategies equating NGOs with the civil society in the postcommunist East Central European (ECE) countries 3 resulted in mushrooming NGOs, many dependent on donor funding, unrooted in grassroots and pursuing donor interests instead. 4 Nonetheless, political science theories strongly support the argument that civil society organizations "ECE countries" refer to the EU member states that have joined the Union in 2004 and 2007, except for Cyprus and Malta. For a useful discussion on the term, see SzentIvanyi B., Lightfoot S., New Europe's New Development Aid, Routledge, 2015, pp. 9-11. ECE countries is low, providing governments with a greater role in formulating policies, NGOs are important for translating and channelling the moral obligation feelings of the general public into the policy process. 10 Furthermore, having joined the EU in 2004 and 2007, the ECE countries have started implementing their foreign aid policies, which, from relatively similar situations, have clearly diverged in just over a decade, 11 with characteristics and advocacy capabilities of the NGO sector among factors explaining such policy differences. 12 Despite the growing recognition of the NGDO sector in the ECE countries' foreign aid policymaking, to date there has been little in depth analysis with the notable exceptions of studies conducted by SzentIvanyi and Lightfoot, 13 Bučar et al., 14 Chimiak, 15 whereas Lithuanian international development policy and actors affecting the policy process remain generally underresearched. 16 Thus, this paper offers an empirically rich account of how Lithuanian non governmental development organizations (NGDOs) 17 participate in 10 SzentIvanyi, Lightfoot, 2015, p. 22. 11 Ibid., p. 79.
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The term "nongovernmental development organizations" (NGDOs) used throughout this paper is a narrower term than a nongovernmental organization (NGO) in defining NGOs that have implemented at least 1 development cooperation or global education project. the national foreignaid policymaking and explains factors that affect Lithuanian NGDOs' capacity to influence government decisions.
I argue that although limited, 18 the Lithuanian NGDOs' role in shaping Lithuanian foreign aid policy is increasing, yet it remains narrowlyfocused on issues related to the EU development policies and mimicks of the European NGO networks' agenda. The article starts with a literature review, a description of the theoretical approach and methodology, followed by the overview of Lithuanian foreign aid policy and the NGDOs within the Lithuanian NGO sector. After the analysis of the Lithuanian NGDO Platform's key advocacy asks, factors that define limited NGDOs role in the policy process are discussed and summarized in the concluding remarks.
Theoretical Approach and Methodology
Academic literature on Lithuanian foreign aid policy is limited. In a pioneering study, Panasevič concludes that aspirations for a positive image of Lithuania within the international community and concerns for a safe neighborhood drives its foreign aid policy. 19 Delcour, Žiliukaitė R., Ramonaitė A., Nevinskaitė L., Beresnevičiūtė V., Vinogradnaitė I., positive NGO contribution to political (civic) socialization 23 and limited NGO interaction with the municipalities, hampered by a divergence of attitudes toward cooperation and an existing civic culture. 24 The empirical study on cooperation between the public sector and NGOs concludes that "the absence of mutual acquaintance of the cooperating sides, lack of cultural traditions, low motivation and the key role of the human factor, rather than managerial and administrative procedures" 25 undermine successful cooperation. Nonetheless, Lithuanian NGOs' participation in the public policy making and specifically the factors that determine limited political influence remain poorly understood.
Much of research on foreign aid policy fails to use theorydriven models to explain how these policies are made. 26 Therefore, Szent Ivanyi and Lightfoot's 27 theoretical model, which views foreign aid policymaking as a bureaucratic game within the government and which is influenced by the international actors, e.g., the EU, and domestic actors, such as NGDOs, provided the overall theoretical guidance for the research. The model hypothesizes that the characteristics and advocacy capabilities of the NGDO sector are , 2014 metai [Civic Empowerment Index of 2012 , 2014 SzentIvanyi, Lightfoot, 2015, p. 13. 27 Ibid., pp. 23-24, 28-30. among the explanatory factors for the chosen path of a country's foreign aid policy. In combining interest group literature and insights on the influence of civil society organizations in the ECE countries, the NGDO influence on foreign aid policy is determined by 4 mutually reinforcing factors: composition and power relations among the NGOs, their organizational capacities, foreign donor assistance, attitudes and administrative capacities of the state actors.
Two Lithuanian NGDO umbrella organizations (interchangeably called the NGDO Platforms), the Lithuanian NGDO Platform and LITDEA, uniting 32 Lithuanian NGDOs, 28 were chosen as study units. Such limited boundaries are legitimate given that in the ECE countries, the participation in public policy (here interchangeably referred to as advocacy) is generally performed by the NGDO Platforms. 29 Literature indicates that NGDOs' political influence is maximized when NGDOs delegate their advocacy work to the NGDO Platform and articulate clear demands toward the government. 30 Moreover, experienced policy staff, its sufficient financing, 31 access to foreign funding and international networks increase the advocacy capacities of NGDOs. Finally, the influence of NGDOs depends on the receptiveness of the government, which is visible through the government's openness to NGO consultation, its existing structures and procedures. 32 The arguments are based on primary and secondary sources, qualitative interview data with stakeholders from the Lithuanian NGDOs and the government. 33 As an insider researcher, I bring the indepth knowledge of the field and my personal observations; nevertheless, to overcome the insider bias, I am carefully drawing Law. Here Lithuania's development cooperation policy is defined as a constituent part of national foreign policy, contributing to the achievement of poverty reduction goals agreed at the UN, the promotion of democracy, human rights, strengthening Lithuanian ties with partner countries and raising Lithuanian public awareness. Foreign policy priorities, such as good neighbor relations, security concerns, economic interdependence, normative considerations and aspirations for regional leadership shape Lithuania's foreign aid priorities, 40 namely its bilateral aid geographic focus on the Eastern Partnership (EaP) countries and the emphasis on the transition experience of the creation of a democratic state and market economy. Policy documents clearly distinguish between Lithuanian bilateral aid priorities focusing on the EaP countries, the transition experience and the Lithuanian multilateral aid, provided through contributions to the EU budget and the European Development Fund as meeting poverty eradication and sustainable development priorities, mostly in the ACP countries. 41 The European Consensus on Development, to which the EU accessing countries had to abide, required striving for an increase of a 0.33% share of Official Development Assistance (ODA) on Gross National Income (GNI) by 2015. 42 Since the accession, Lithuanian ODA has been constantly increasing: from 7.44 million euros 43 to 43.7 million euros, reaching 0.12% GNI in 2015. 44 Interinstitutional agreement defining policy priorities for 2017-2019 and aid levels 45 signify a step toward multiannual programming; a predictability of resource flows has thus increased aid effectiveness. However, there is no clear roadmap for an ODA increase to a 0.33% of GNI by 2030, and the previewed decreasing financing demonstrate a low commitment to the ODA target.
The bulk of Lithuania's ODA is composed of multilateral aid 46 with the amounts defined by the joint decision at the EU Council, 47 where Lithuania's influence over priorities is limited. 48 Bučar and Udovič 49 argue that countries thus prefer bilateral aid, which they can directly shape based on political and/or economic motives, with the Lithuanian bilateral development cooperation efforts concentrating on the EaP countries 50 and Afghanistan 51 confirming the thesis. Lithuanian bilateral aid interventions on average consist of small, 52 consequently shortterm projects; their content is loosely connected with Lithuania's declared aid priority of transition experience and less so with the overarching EU aid objective of poverty reduction. 53 The policy formulation and coordination role is assigned to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) with the "Development Cooperation Department" 54 in charge of foreign aid. For policy coordination purposes, the National Commission for Development Cooperation (hereinafter -the National Commission) was established in 2007 consisting of representatives from national and municipal government institutions. With the Law adoption in 2013, a representative from each of the NGDO Platforms have been included in the Natio nal Commission, 55 in 2016 -a private businesses uniting association was allocated with a seat.
The Lithuanian presidency to the EU Council in 2013 increased Lithuanian policymakers' exposure and their attention to the global development agenda; also, it incited socialization within the EU, consequently building up expertise on development cooperation. 56 It has also provided an opportunity to upload foreign policy goals related to good neighborhood relations through prioritizing the EaP 50 I.e., Belarus, Georgia, Ukraine, and Moldova. initiative 57 and emphasising the transition experience in the post 2015 agenda, 58 the upload of which has been rather rhetorical.
To conclude, since its inception, Lithuania's foreign aid policy has changed: its ODA has increased, the Law signals the establishment of the foreign aid policy within Lithuania's policy system, the circle of domestic policy actors have widened, the global and EU development agenda is now better reflected in the policy documents. The EU mechanisms and their conditionality before the accession and the social learning, especially during the Lithuanian EU presidency, have certainly contributed to this. However, the disparity between the multilateral and bilateral foreign aid policies remain, with the latter reflecting foreign policy priorities for the close neighborhood. Eurobarometer, The European Year for Development -citizens' views on development, cooperation and aid, no. 421, 2015, <http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/ar-ascertain that low levels of citizen participation in the emerging NGO sector of the ECE countries reflect the detachment of the NGOs from the grassroots; thus, a reliance on donor funding and their perceived needs is seen instead of mobilization of the grassroots. 67 On the other hand, NGDOs' unrepresentativeness also stems from the fact that they advocate the development interests of the Global South, i.e., the benefitting constituencies beyond their immediate reach. 68 Taking into consideration that Soviet Communism has virtually eliminated the entire NGO sector, 69 since Lithuania's independence in 1990, the sector has transformed qualitatively. NGOs and their umbrella organizations have become more professional and visible in the policymaking, networking among NGOs was also enhanced. 70 Žiliukaitė, p. 250.
How Do the Lithuanian NGDOs
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SzentIvanyi, Lightfoot, 2014, p. 6. EU measures aiming to empower civil society in the ECE countries have not been entirely successful, because they failed to address the lack of sustainable income, of grassroots support and of formalized interactions with the state and primarily strengthened actors whose agenda was compatible with Brussels. 74 The participation in public decisionmaking of Lithuanian citizens, also NGOs, remains low: a representative survey carried out in 2014 75 indicated that only 28% of respondents sought for information about public decisionmaking and aimed at influencing it. Though means for public participation in policymaking is adequate, their implementation, however, is sparse and not obligatory, thus NGO engagement depends also on the motivation and initiative of the public sector employees. Moreover, there is a mutual mistrust between the NGOs and public institutions, also observed in other ECE countries and explained by Bučar 76 as dating back to pretransition periods, when NGOs articulated themselves in opposition to the government; also, a disagreement over the roles in public decisionmaking as well as NGO financial instability undermine the process. Whereas collaboration success is often attributed to the existing informal personal relations and attitudes held by the public administration and NGO leadership. 
Lithuanian NGDO Platforms' Policy Agenda
In Lithuania, the NGDO Platforms mostly participate in the foreign aid policy formation on behalf of their members. Nevertheless, their heterogeneous membership consisting of big and small NGOs, some of which are not involved in development cooperation work, 78 presents an ample variation of different interests and experiences, making it difficult to speak with a single voice. Thus, the NGDO Platforms' advocacy should be considered as the lowest common denominator for the NGDOs involved, 79 which does not preclude individual member organizations from trying to influence foreign aid policy outside the NGDO Platforms.
The Lithuanian NGDO Platform and LITDEA use a number of means for participation and influence in public decisionmaking: they request for information, participate in the working groups and the National Commission, meet with the elected politicians and bureaucrats, write letters, policy papers, make public statements and invite government representatives to their events. Their public statements, official letters, policy papers, recommendations, presentations and annual AidWatch reports were reviewed by summarizing the key advocacy asks from 2007 80 to 2015 ( This review confirms the conclusion in the literature that as implementers of foreign aid policies, the NGDOs are both advocates of their own interests and the interests of the developing countries. 81 Thus, two general advocacy themes can be distinguished, namely asks reflecting local NGDO needs aiming at changes of mostly Lithuanian bilateral aid policy and practice, which could directly affect Lithuanian NGDOs role in development cooperation policy formation and implementation. The second theme relates to broader issues, such as aid effectiveness and the perceived interests of developing countries aiming at influencing both the Lithuanian and EU foreign aid policies.
Throughout the years, the NGDO Platforms have continuously called the government to meet its ODA commitments, specifically to increase ODA, achieve aid effectiveness and transparency, and better express poverty reduction aim, especially through widening its geographic focus. Other priorities addressing Lithuanian bilateral aid policy, such as the inclusion of civil society organizations in selection of projects for funding, increased NGO financing/project cofinancing, need for volunteer and awareness raising programs, particularly visible in 2008-2013, reflect local Lithuanian NGDOs' needs, some of them seemingly as oneoff asks. No mention of budget support modality and instead the calls for the opposite, i.e., increased NGO financing/project cofinancing, indicate the selectiveness towards aid effectiveness measures, which could potentially harm the access of NGDOs to government funding.
With the accession of the NGDO Platforms to CONCORD in 2012, such issues as Policy Coherence for Development, a human rightsbased approach to sustainable development, climate change etc., i.e., issues advocated then jointly by the European NGDOs, began to significantly occupy the Lithuanian NGDO Platforms' policy agenda. Contrary to the local NGDO needs in targeting Lithuanian bilateral aid policy and practice, it primarily aimed at influencing the EU development cooperation policy through advocacy actions targeting the decision makers on the national level.
Factors Influencing Participation of NGDOs in the Policy Process
Composition and Power Relations
Structure and power relations within the NGDO Platforms enabling them to speak with a single voice are indicative of their influence in policymaking: a healthy balance of large and small NGDOs' able to articulate unified collective demands through the NGDO Platforms towards the government increases their policymaking impact. 82 Until 2007, the Lithuanian NGDO sector was marked by competing initiatives to establish a countrywide platform, which negatively 82 affected their political influence 83 and organizational development. 84 The initial rivalry was overcome by establishing the NGDO Platform; however, in 2010, it split into two associations, i.e., the Lithuanian NGDO Platform and LITDEA. In 2011 the NGDO Platforms formed an informal structure of Lithuanian Umbrella, which became a member of CONCORD in 2012. Both NGDO Platforms address the government jointly in advocacy actions initiated by CONCORD, yet to date they remain separate associations, both having a seat in the National Commission and occasionally coordinating their advocacy actions targeting Lithuanian bilateral foreign aid policy. The existence of two NGDO Platforms increases competition for limited financial resources, thus affecting their operational capacities and consequently reducing their advocacy capacities. Nevertheless, given the increased collaboration among associations, also because of the Lithuanian NGDO Platform's growing recognition within the MFA as the main NGDOs' representative due to its more sizeable membership 85 and more active participation in the policy formation, such sector fragmentation plays an increasingly less negative role in the sector unity assessment.
NGDO and consequently affecting NGDOs interests to participate in the policy formation. 87 This lack of specific development expertise has been indicated among the reasons for advocacy weakness of the Lithuanian NGDOs, 88 certainly affecting the authenticity of the key demands of their representative umbrella organizations and the membership interests to participate in shaping the NGDO Platforms' advocacy.
Moreover, Lithuania's membership in the EU, by prompting the exit of easily accessible foreign funds, thus increasing the scarcity of resources yet opening new avenues for funding, lead Lithuanian NGOs to search for new areas of work with the development cooperation being among them. 89 Indeed, empirical data indicates that the majority of the Lithuanian NGDO Platform's members have started their international development activities after Lithuania's accession to the EU. 90 Therefore, NGDO advocacy asks between 20082009 (see Table No . 1) requesting NGO funding increase and NGO participation in the project selection affirm key informants' thoughts 91 that Lithuanian foreign aid and its projected growth due to commitment to increase ODA to 0.33% GNI was considered as yet another substantial source of the NGDOs' income.
Thus, in the early days of the NGDO Platform, the heterogeneity of its members, increased resource scarcity and expectations for NGDOs' funding from projected ODA growth resulted in a small number of strong organizations advocating their narrow and, sometimes, conflicting interests through the NGDO Platform but also doing it separately. 92 Nevertheless, despite its later split into two associations, with the increased engagement of member organizations, subsided expectations for the growth of Lithuanian ODA as a significant income source, the political priorities of the NGDO Platforms became more unified and as such recognized by the government and NGDOs representatives interviewed. 93 Simultaneously, key advocacy asks since 2012 (see Table No . 1) have embraced more issues related to aid effectiveness and the perceived interests of developing countries, less targeting Lithuanian bilateral aid policy, but more of the EU development policies, the predominance of which could be also explained by the organizational changes analyzed further.
NGDOs' Organizational Capacities
To assess organizational capacity, the attention should be drawn to human resources and expertise, available finances for policy work, also abilities to analyze and coordinate the NGDO community, engage with the state actors, 94 in particularly the MFA, the key actor responsible for foreign aid policy formation in Lithuania.
Though advocacy and their membership interest representation are part of NGDO Platforms' missions, membership fees make a small fraction of their annual income, 95 thus their very survival depend on the project funding received either from national sources -mostly the bilateral aid program administered by the MFA that supports SzentIvanyi, Lightfoot, 2015, p. 29. 95 For example, for the Lithuanian NGDO Platform, income from membership fees, individual donations and other sources in 2013 was ~ 3%, whereas in 2014 it composed of ~ 13%. awareness raising but not advocacy, 96 or from the EUfinanced projects. Therefore, the Secretariats of the NGDO Platforms are small: for much of their existence, each of them have been working with 1 or 2 parttime staff, 4 at most and only during the Lithuanian EU Presidency (2013) (2014) . Moreover, up until the end of 2012, the advocacy of both of the NGDO Platforms was coordinated and implemented by their volunteer board members with the paid staff mostly responsible for project administration. By the end of 2012, with the European Commission funded project, the Lithuanian NGDO Platform employed its first policy officer, who took over the coordination of advocacy from the governing board. At the same time, a policy officer in LITDEA was employed for the EUfunded TRIALOG project, 97 however, here advocacy remained primarily within the responsibilities of the governing board.
Direct EU funding to strengthen NGDOs' participation in the policy process during the Lithuanian Presidency to the EU boosted the NGDO Platforms' organizational capacities. Through the organization of events, participation in the political meetings, issuing the position papers, both associations were able to demonstrate their experience in the field, therefore to become more visible and recognized as professional partners by the local and national authorities. 98 The end of the Presidency grant (mid2014) meant significant staff reductions and a reliance on smaller Lithuanian bilateral aid project grants. With no specifically devoted resources for advocacy, NGDO Platforms' participation in the policy process became limited to forwarding CONCORD's letters to the MFA and participation in the working groups, adhoc statements. 96 Moreover, nationally there aren't specific calls to fund advocacy of NGO umbrellas.
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Foreign Donor Assistance
Access to foreign funding and international support could supplement weak NGO capacities, facilitate the influence of NGOs
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Interview with the key informant from the MFA no. 5, 21 07 2016. 100 Kutter, Trappmann, p. 58; Börzel, p. 5. 101 Interview with the key informant from the MFA no. in policymaking by opening up learning opportunities; however, overreliance on foreign donor funding may result in the NGOs' detachment from the grassroots and instead a better responsiveness to foreign donor needs. 102 The empirical data gathered resonates with studies from the ECE countries indicating that benefits of NGOs participation in European umbrella organizations are mixed. On the one hand, the exposure to European networks and the EU policy agenda through them could contribute to NGO professionalization, increased prestige domestically, acquaintance with higher policy standards on the European level thus bolstering NGOs' position visavis their national governments. On the other hand, the influence of NGOs from the ECE countries on the political agenda of the European networks is marginal. 103 Indeed, international contacts established through TRIALOG and CONCORD, attendance of their events helped Lithuanian NGDO Platforms' representatives to better understand the international context of development cooperation, provided with the opportunities to nationally showcase the best foreign practice, especially in the development education area, and as one NGDO representative claimed -accelerated policy reforms. 104 A more systematic NGDO Platforms' advocacy since 2013 and the increased thematic focus on the EU and global issues have been clearly caused by NGDO Platforms' membership to CONCORD and the EU funding for advocacy.
Nonetheless, NGDO Platforms' representatives admit their limited influence in shaping CONCORD's policy agenda 105 and the little relevance of CONCORD's advocated policies in the Lithuanian foreign aid context, 106 which have been also expressed by the MFA informants. 107 Thus, we may conclude that EU funding and the access to European networks strengthened the advocacy capacities of the NGDO Platforms; however, with the limited abilities of the NGDO Platforms to adapt the European network policies to the national context, foreign donor assistancecaused capacity enhancement remains limited to the EU foreign aid policy agenda.
Attitudes and Administrative Capacities of the State Actors
Lastly, the influence of NGDOs on foreign aid policy depends on the access they have to the policy process and the concentration of authority over policymaking in the issue area. 108 The former refers to the government openness to NGOs consultation, existence of formal and informal procedures to channel NGO inputs to the policy process with the nature and level of access of conditioning NGDOs' influence and the strategies used. 109 Whereas the concentration of authority concerns domestic institutional arrangements, where NGDOs have "the best prospects for advancing propoor policies when institutional setting in which policymaking takes place is both centralized and permeable to influence." 110 The Lithuanian MFA coordinates foreign aid policy: 111 the MFA Development Cooperation department initiates policy, 112 but the final policy outcome is affected by the decisionmaking processes within the MFA, other executive and legislative institutions as assigned by the national legislation. 113 Empirical data confirms the participation of multiple institutions and their varied preferences for the Lithuanian foreign aid policy, 114 and though NGDO Platforms target various government agencies, due to the scope of this article, the government attitudes analysis is restricted to those within the MFA Development Cooperation department.
Until the registration of the NGDO Platform in 2007, the relationship between the NGDOs and the MFA representatives was marked by mistrust on capacity and expertise of NGOs, also undermined by frequent MFA staff changes and NGDO rivalry. 115 The dialogue has been gradually improving owing to several facilitating factors, identified by both the NGDOs and the MFA representatives. Firstly, the NGDO Platforms' capacity increase, driven by the EESC, enjoying good working relations with the MFA and the policy staff with relevant educational background having joined the Lithuanian NGDO Platform, also the NGDO Platforms' more unified, collective demands. 116 Leadership change at the NGDO Platforms' and the MFA Development Cooperation department has also facilitated a more collaborative relationship. 117 Simultaneously, legal documents reflect the gradually changing attitudes toward NGDOs' participation in the policy process: Policy Directions for [2006] [2007] [2008] [2009] [2010] continue to be among the main means for participation in the foreign aid policymaking. Though confirming the collaborative relationship between the MFA and the NGDO Platforms and their growing recognition in the policy formation, interview data indicates that NGDO Platforms are primarily viewed as awareness raising and development project implementers by the MFA. 122 The NGDO Platforms' policy role is constrained by the lack of development cooperation experience and also little relevance of the advocated policy asks to the Lithuanian bilateral foreign aid policy rather reflecting European networks' and the EU development cooperation policy agenda, 123 Lithuanian influence, to which the key MFA informants feel is limited. Finally, when asked about the examples of the NGDO Platforms' influence to the policy process, interviewees mentioned minor policy changes, such as an increased funding to development education and awareness raising, NGDO Platforms' comments to policy documents, bilateral aid priorities, contributions to the national input on the EU Foreign Affairs Councils. 124
Conclusions
Since 2004, when Lithuania became a donor country, its foreign aid policy has been gradually changing: since 2013, this policy area is regulated by the Law, global and EU development cooperation agendas are better reflected in the policy documents, the ODA has been gradually increasing. Moreover, the circle of domestic policy actors has widened, recognizing and including the Lithuanian NGDO Platforms as sector representatives in the policy process. Szent Ivanyi and Lightfoot 125 argue that foreign aid policy changes are the result of a bureaucratic negotiation game within the government, which is influenced by the outside pressures from the international and domestic actors aiming to modify policy outcomes, therefore the advanced understanding of NGDO capabilities allows to better comprehend the country's foreign aid chosen policy path. Given the incremental Lithuanian foreign aid policy changes in over a decade and the welldocumented general weakness of the NGO sector in the postCommunist countries, 126 the data collected has confirmed the limited influence of small Lithuanian NGDOs' sector to the national foreign aid policymaking. By providing an empirically rich account on how Lithuanian NGDO Platforms, as sector representatives, advocate for policy change and their characteristics, the study aimed to reveal what are the mutually reinforcing constraining factors.
In conclusion, the analysis of structure and power relations among the NGDOs indicated that the existence of two NGDO Platforms in Lithuania often referred in the literature as weakening the sector 127 plays an increasingly less negative role. The NGDO sector continues to mature with subsiding conflicts within and between the NGDO Platforms, a better coordination of the NGDOs' views, increasing membership engagement and professionalization of NGDO Platforms' advocacy work. Foreign donor, in particular the EU, assistance in enabling to employ policy staff and finance advocacy activities, especially during the Lithuanian EU presidency, has strengthened the organizational capacities of the NGDO Platforms and helped increase the frequency of advocacy actions. It also enabled a more active participation in the international learning alliances, mainly through CONCORD, consequently widening the thematic scope of the NGDO Platforms' advocacy to the EU and global issues. Finally, the legal basis for NGDO Platforms' participation in the foreign aid 125 SzentIvanyi, Lightfoot, 2015. 126 See Pleines, p. 230. 127 SzentIvanyi, Lightfoot, 2015, p. 31; Andrespok, Kasekamp, pp. 117-130. policy formation is widening, the attitudes of MFA officials toward the NGDOs participation are more welcoming, and, nonetheless, the success of collaboration continues to be dependent on informal, personal relations.
Nonetheless, the interplay of other factors, such as the Lithuanian NGDO sector's lack of specific development expertise -therefore a limited membership interest to participate in shaping the NGDO Platforms' advocacy, the organizational capacities constrained by the dependency on irregular EU funding, all reduce the advocacy capacities of NGDO Platforms. It also forces the NGDO Platforms to mostly mimic CONCORD's policy agenda, which, given the disparity between the Lithuanian and the EU development cooperation policies, is often found irrelevant for the national foreign aid policy agenda by the government actors.
Such interplay of mutually reinforcing factors, indeed, explains the weakness of the Lithuanian NGDO sector in influencing the government decisions over foreign aid. This case study, however, is not unusual in the ECE countries context -Polish and Slovak NGDO Platforms face similar challenges in securing the EU funding or ensuring strong collaboration with the government. 128 In a wider sense, this study once again indicates the continuous underlying challenges for the civil society participation in the ECE countries' public policymaking. It draws the attention to the "lack of sustainable income, of formalised interactions with the state and of grassroots support" 129 as well as the ambivalent EU accession legacy plaguing the civil society structures and consequently undermining a more open and nationally relevant/authentic public policy decisionmaking.
